THE MIDDLE AGES
language, law and religion, and the names of English villages,
seern decisive proof that the bulk of the people was not of
Celtic but of Teutonic blood. Moreover air-photography
has shown the breach of continuity between the Romano-
British and English agrarian systems: the ancient fields were
rectangular areas while the mediaeval fields were comprised
of long narrow strips.
In their new home the tribes which migrated from the
northern coast of Europe settled down in free village com-
munities, composed of peasant proprietors who owned the
land they occupied. Here and there a local chieftain estab-
lished a personal ascendancy which elevated him into a
territorial magnate, with his followers clustered around his
estate in a village to which they gave the name of their
leader. Here and there, more especially in the west, the
villas of Roman Britain survived with the native inhabitants
in a condition of subjection to their alien lord. Nevertheless
in general the great mass of the nation consisted of independ-
ent peasants tilling their own land. Thus the foundations
of English society rested at the outset upon freedom, and for
nearly a thousand years the path of evolution led from free-
dom to servitude. The process by which a race of free culti-
vators became gradually transformed into one of dependent
serfs gives a unique interest to the Anglo-Saxon epoch; and it
runs like a thread throughout the mediaeval half of English
history.
A vital factor in the movement that converted England
into a land of manorial communities and servile tillers of the
soil was the burden of taxation. In particular the imposition
of Danegeld, levied originally as a tribute to buy off the
Danes and afterwards retained as a permanent land-tax,
was attended by important social consequences. Its incidence
was extremely heavy, for it sometimes approached one-third
of the annual value of the land. Inability to pay the tax
constrained the small landowners to borrow from their
wealthy neighbours, who were afforded a hold over the
impecunious villagers. In this way the solvency of the